CCNNA Neighbor Profile

Opera Colorado Impresario

Bravo!!!  Nathaniel Merrill

There’s a new book in stores entitled “The Toughest Show on Earth.” It’s about Grand Opera at the Met in New York City. And this story is about a man who cut his teeth on that “Toughest Show” and then brought his talent to Opera Colorado. 

Nathaniel Merrill fell in love with the music first.  Growing up in Newton, Massachusetts, listening to Richard Wagner and other greats, he used toy soldiers to stage the scenes this powerful music evoked in his vivid imagination.  His undergraduate education at Dartmouth was interrupted by a tour of duty in the U.S. Navy, but he returned and graduated in 1949 with a major in musical theory and composition and a minor in mathematics.  He was ahead of his time: educators today insist on the enhanced benefits of music and math as companion studies. 

Nat returned to Boston where he spent five summers studying under and working as an assistant to Boris Goldovsky, a giant among opera teachers, conductors and aficionados at the acclaimed Tanglewood Music Center. Goldovsky was an early proponent of translating librettos into English and hosted radio programs aimed at widening Opera’s American audience.  About 1953, Nat traveled to Europe where he learned the opera “trade” working for various opera companies in cultural centers including Vienna, Hamburg, Wiesbaden, Paris, Verona, and Strasbourg.  He learned to speak a total of six languages including French, Italian, German, Russian and Austrian…and spent his summers brushing up his native tongue at music festivals in England. 

In 1955, he received a trans-Atlantic telegram from the Metropolitan Opera in New York City offering him a job.  He assumed it was a practical joke by a friend he had met in Vienna, and was only assured of its validity when the friend reminded Nat that he could never pay that much.   Nat knew he had a dozen operas “under his belt”, but in the two intervening months, he learned eight more.

Nat returned to New York eager to work for Rudolph Bing, already one of the Met’s most distinguished General Mangers who would go on to reign for 22 years and eventually be knighted.  Here he was exposed to still more modern ideas for the operatic arts, such as an emphasis on the drama as well as the music, the demand for new productions annually, and the blurring of color lines.  During his tenure as resident stage director, Nat directed more than 2,500 performances of 38 different operas including 27 new productions more than any other director at the Met in the 20th century.  He became known affectionately as “Bing’s Boy.”  

A few highlights:

His very first solo production, “L’Elisir d’Amore“(“The Elixir of Love”), in 1960 was an instant hit, and highly successful.  

With set and costume designer Robert O’Hearn, Nathaniel Merrill produced and directed some of the best and most innovative presentations in the repertory. Their production of Richard Strauss’ complicated “Die Frau Ohne Schatten,” (The Woman without a Shadow), which takes place in three worlds, was the first to fully utilize the new, innovative “turntable,” and multi-level, shifting stages of the Met’s new home at Lincoln Center.  There were 14 scene changes in the first act alone! Their collaboration was the sleeper hit of the inaugural season and it became the prototype for future productions.

Their magical hit version of “Hansel and Gretel” was said to “out-Disney Disney” with rocks, tree stumps and toadstools played by live children, angels who really flew and witches who actually rode their brooms.  It was even suggested that a photo be placed on the cover of the annual report.   

Their combined vision created a fabulous “Der Rosenkavalier” that is still executed exactly as they designed and directed it at the Met to this very day.  

He was part of the first ever Metropolitan production of the classic, “Porgy and Bess” in 1993.     

In l961, the legendary Leopold Stokowski made an indelible impression with just one work which he staged with Merrill, “Turandot.”

He was the first to bring an operatic performance to the White House, presenting “The Magic Flute” for First Lady Jacqueline and President John F. Kennedy.  

Other ground-breaking, critically acclaimed productions included Verdi’s “Luisa Miller” where Merrill, teamed this time with Attilio Colonnello, staged it within a proscenium of the period, complete with stage boxes filled with participants. The effect was stunning, and Richard Tucker gave one of the triumphant performances of his career.  

According to Opera historian Francis Robinson, the Merrill/O’Hearn production of “Die Meistersinger von Nurnberg” is the last word on that work to date.   

He worked with the great ones: Richard Tucker, Placido Domingo, Luciano Pavarotti, Leontyne Price, Cornell MacNeil, Marilyn Horne, Beverly Sills, Joan Sutherland, and Robert Merrill to name just a few, and with the great conductors such as James Conlon, James Levine, Leonard Bernstein, Kurt Herbert Adler, Karl Bohm, and Zubin Mehta, 

Nat Merrill also toured with the Met, taking the best of American opera to Atlanta, Chicago, Cleveland, and Dallas as well as to smaller cities in the USA. In the early 60’s his opera actually was part of five seasons at Central City.  It was through contacts made on the road that Nat first heard of a need for a GM at Opera Colorado.  By the l980’s, he was growing tired of the NY Met and was ready for a fresh and new challenge.  Denver would prove to be that and more.

Nat and his late wife, Louise Sherman, moved to Denver and founded Opera Colorado in 1981.  Nat began his career as General Director of Opera Colorado, and Louise created and conducted the large chorus.  Nat’s first two productions were Verdi’s “Otello” with James McCracken and Puccini’s “La Boheme” with Placido Domingo. 

Perhaps the forward-thinking influences of Goldovsky and Bing encouraged him to break new ground of his own, to think outside the box.  Faced with a limited-sized theater, Nat Merrill transformed it into a “Sound in the Round” venue, which brought the audience and the cast physically closer, perhaps improving the accessibility of the art form for newcomers.  He was an early believer in utilizing television monitors to maximize patron enjoyment wherever their seats were. The translation of the libretto into English via “super-titles” proved that opera could be enjoyed by all.  He sought out and promoted local talent and the education of children so that they could learn early to love the performance art so close to his heart. 

He still resides in the home on Cook Street in Cherry Creek North that he moved into when he took the helm of Opera Colorado.  He lives with his wife Pam, a longtime opera-lover, whom he met when she was a Volunteer at Opera Colorado.  She continues to serve as she has for many years as a Board Member of Opera Colorado.  Their lovely home is adorned with the design sketches, posters, photographs, and even miniature set designs from a long and star-studded career. There are also awards and engraved trophies and even an honorary degree to Dr. Nathaniel Merrill, Doctor of Humane Letters, from The University of Colorado.  They enjoy a musical library fit for a Maestro and, of course, still attend performances at the Ellie Caulkins Opera House.  

Passions are always unbridled in Opera…and so it seems are the passions of those men and women who dedicate their lives to it.

Does he have a favorite opera?  “The one I’m doing at the moment.”  
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